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According to a legal opinion made public Oct. 4, the Reagan administration operated a "prohibited
covert propaganda" operation in the State Department to "favorably influence" public support
for the contras. The opinion by the General Accounting Office, the investigative arm of Congress,
concluded that the operation violated congressional restrictions on using federal funds for publicity
or propaganda purposes. The GAO said State's Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and
the Caribbean had awarded numerous contracts to outside public relations consultants who helped
prepare opinion columns signed by contra leaders for publication in major US newspapers. It
released an internal State memo dated March 13, 1985, that discussed what it called the "white
propaganda" operation. The confidential memo indicated there were two instances in which efforts
had been made to sway public opinion, although it mentioned other plans that were underway.
The first was an article published in THE WALL STREET JOURNAL under the signature of a Rice
University professor, John F. Guilmartin Jr., a consultant to the diplomacy office. In the internal
memo, Johnathan S. Miller, then the deputy assistant to the president for administration, writing to
Patrick J. Buchanan, the White House communications director, described the opinion column as
"devastating in its analysis of the Nicaraguan arms buildup." The second example described in the
memo by Miller said a March 12, 1985, report by the Pentagon correspondent of NBC News, Fred
Francis, "consulted two of our contractors who recently had made a clandestine trip to the freedomfighter camp along the Nicaraguan-Honduran border." Francis said he made that trip with several
other US journalists. "I don't feel like I was ever duped," he said, calling the public policy office
"ineffective." The Miller memo said other op-ed pieces were being prepared by consultants "for the
signatures of opposition leaders" to be published in the NEW YORK TIMES and WASHINGTON
POST. Officials from those newspapers said they did not know if any opinion columns in their
publications resulted from this operation. The diplomacy office was legally permitted to conduct
certain public information activities without the consent of Congress, such as sponsoring briefings
about the conflict in Nicaragua. But the GAO concluded that the office went "beyond the range
of acceptable" activities because the covert operation was "misleading" in its dealings with the
press. The operation was conducted from the summer of 1983 until late last year. In testimony at
the Iran-contra hearings and in internal documents later released by House investigators, it had
been disclosed that the White House, through the National Security Council, controlled the public
diplomacy office over the objections of Secretary George Shultz. But the opinion released Oct. 4 for
the first time detailed the broad role of the office in the "dissemination of propaganda." While it
concluded that these activities were illegal, the GAO did not recommend punitive action. (Basic data
from NEW YORK TIMES, 10/05/87)
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